C onstant change and uncertain conditions in business have been the impetus for strategic planning or management, which is a new concept for health care organizations. Managers are talking about strategic mission, implications of social and environmental trends on their enterprise, and costs of remaining competitive in an everchanging marketplace. What is strategic planning, why do it, and how is it done?
To be well-positioned for future demands, new approaches to problems must be cultivated. Management can best be achieved by anticipating emerging trends which will influence decisions (Hein, 1988) . Strategic planning provides a logical framework for examining trends and developing action plans to address those issues which impact the occupational health unit's ability to accomplish its mission. Strategic planning is also a way to revitalize and redirect an organization. Specific approaches for specific issues are identified and implemented so that future desired results can be achieved systematically. .
The strategic planning orientation requires the occupational health manager not to think about what we are today but what we must become tomorrow. Strategic planning is a process that allows the manager to identify steps that will improve prospects for facing the future. Crucial issues are exposed early so that adjustments can be made and refined before the fact. A strategic orientation encourages a shift from managing crises to planning for change, implementing needed changes, and evaluating results.
BENEFITS
The heart of strategic planning involves taking time out from prob-lems of the moment to examine the larger context which includes what we are doing, where we are going, and how we are going to get there (Simyar, 1988) . In most organizations, people work hard, but they frequently work too hard on many things which are not important. Such occurrences are prototypes for inefficient and poor results. The strategic management process helps to make complex situations manageable and results in the following benefits:
• Key issues which are most important to the occupational health unit are identified, thereby reducing surprises and crises. • Priority setting improves because the health needs of the employees are better understood. • Limited resources can be directed to meet the most pressing needs. • The occupational health unit is positioned to act on opportunity by freeing up resources. • Innovation and creativity among staff are increased. The strategic management process can be reduced to four key questions: Where are we now? Where do we want to be in 3, S, or 10 years? What must be done to achieve our longterm vision? How will we know when we get there?
STEPS IN STRATEGIC PLANNING
The sine qua non of strategic planning is a mission statement describing the purpose of the occupational health unit. The mission statement is a simple, straightforward, descriptive explanation of why the occupational health unit exists. The best mission statements are brief and easily remembered. For instance, the mis-sion of an occupational health unit may be "to protect and promote the health and safety of company employees." The mission statement is the reference point for the occupational health unit and provides the context for all objectives and strategies. After a satisfactory mission statement is established, the strategic planning process has six basic steps.
Environmentalanalysisinvolves collecting and interpreting information on emerging social, economic, demographic, and technological trends that affect the occupational health unit. Understanding trends also requires comparing past developments with what is presently known to anticipate future considerations. Important trends such as increased numbers of single working parents and an aging work force are used to develop assumptions about the future services which an occupational health unit might provide. Understanding implications of emerging trends is essential to effective strategic planning.
Organizational assessment examines strengths and weaknesses to determine what needs to be changed and which resources can be used to meet future challenges. This step usually includes a review of fiscal resources, technology, the occupational health unit's structure, physical facilities , and personnel. For example, hiring of additional staff may be necessary as the occupational health unit focuses on health surveillance of exposures or development of wellness programs.
Strategic direction is a description of what the occupational health unit needs in the future in light of the environmental factors, current issues, emerging trends, and other factors identified in the organiza-tional assessment. The strategic direction, written in narrative form, establishes where the occupational health unit plans to go and tells in broad terms how it will maximize opportunities, enhance its position, and minimize or correct liabilities.
Thestrategicplan sets forth, in writing, actions the occupational health unit anticipates taking to accomplish its strategic direction. The written plan includes goals and specific strategies on five to nine key issues the occupational health unit will pursue over a 3-to 5-year period. If the issue of safety for young, newly employed workers is to be addressed, strategies are outlined which explore opportunities , take advantage of the strengths of the occupational health unit, are realistic given existing or anticipated resources, and efficiently address problems identified. One such strategy may be to collaborate with the safety officer in developing specific safety training directed at the risk-taking behaviors of young workers. The strategic plan involves identifying only those steps deemed necessary and sufficient to achieve desired results.
Implementation is putting actions identified in the plan into effect. Annual operational goals and objectives are developed from the strategic plan. Implementation tests the managerial capacity and required commitment from all staff. Successful implementation involves integrating the plan into the daily life of the occupational health unit. The plan and provisions set forth in the strategic direction become the driving force for the management of the occupational health unit.
Evaluation is the critical process by which the occupational health manager measures actual results against pre-stated objectives. To be effective, evaluation involves regularly monitoring operational plans and annually assessing progress toward long-term objectives. Evaluation also includes reviewing how effectively resources are being used and whether expected results are being accomplished on schedule. The evaluation is usually written and submitted as an annual report.
In summary, strategic planning is not an isolated event in an organization, but rather it is an orientation which helps managers respond to changing conditions. Using strategic planning, occupational health nurse managers will be visionary and assure that our occupational health units are viable today as well as years into the future .
